Gendercide : a review of the missing women by Grech, Victor E. & Mamo, Julian
  
 
 
 
Review Article 
 
 
Malta Medical Journal    Volume 26 Issue 01 2014                                                                                                            
 
 
The term gendercide was first coined in 1985 and 
refers to the deliberate extermination of persons of a 
particular sex.1 The notion and its potential 
consequences had been conceived as far back as 1793, 
when the Marquis Nicolas de Condorcet had speculated 
“what might be [the effect] on humankind [of] the 
discovery of a means of producing a male or female 
child according to the will of the parents […]. Supposing 
that this is likely to become a common practice, […] 
would it [not] lead to [changes] in the social relations of 
human beings, whose consequences could be harmful to 
the peaceable development of that indefinite 
perfectibility with expectations of which we have 
flattered humankind?”2 
Due to the patriarchal nature of most human 
societies, the extermination of females is a far 
commoner occurrence than the extermination of males. 
Male preference resulting in a higher proportion of 
males at all ages, particularly in Asia, has been attributed 
to the Confucian patriarchal tradition that is 
characterised by strong son preference and female 
subordination.3 
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Patriarchy thus becomes an “explicit or implicit 
notion […] an overarching concept to signify a 
fundamental power differential between men and 
women in which women are invariably the victims and 
men the unnamed perpetrators of gender wrongs”.4 
Indeed, it has been calculated that more girls have been 
killed in the last half century, simply because they are 
females, than the sum total of all males killed in all the 
wars in the 20th century.5 This has led to the 
phenomenon of “rampant demographic 
masculinization”,6 with the looming phantom of a 
“world without women” attracting profound interest 
from the media.4 
Female infanticide has a long tradition in countries 
such as China. For example, as far back as two centuries 
ago, the practice of exposing female babies to the 
elements was done openly. Jesuit missionaries 
documented that thousands of these infants were 
abandoned in the streets of Beijing to be eventually 
buried in a common grave outside the city.1 Femicide is 
widespread in certain parts of the world and its antenatal 
application greatly affects the male to female (M/F- 
male births divided by total births), leading to a dearth of 
females.6 
Modern and scientifically accurate methods for 
antenatally determining gender have been available as 
early as 1975 in China with the use of chorionic villous 
sampling.1,7 Antenatal sexing was later facilitated, 
worldwide, by ultrasound technology.8,9 
The efforts to erase female babies and children from 
society due to son preference has led to a significant 
number of missing women, particularly in Asia. This 
was first noted in 1990,10 and is due to a combination of 
infanticide, child abuse or neglect (such as inadequate 
nutrition or medical care), sex-selective abortion and the 
non-registration of unpermitted children.8 The original 
estimate claimed that over a hundred million women 
were “missing”.10 
Since then, it has been estimated that in Asia alone, 
the number of missing women is in the region of 163 
million.11 The European Commissioner responsible for 
Employment and Social Affairs has quoted unofficial 
United Nations calculations that “estimate that 200 
million females are missing in the world; women who 
should have been born or grown up, but were killed by 
infanticide or selective abortion”.12 The countries with 
the highest percentage of missing women were 
calculated as being Pakistan, India and Bangladesh with 
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11, 9.4 and 8.9% of all missing females respectively. 
This paradigm is prompted by social, cultural, 
political and economic factors.13,14 These are 
predominantly caused by the tendency for patrilineal 
inheritance in patriarchal societies coupled with a 
reliance on male children to provide economic support 
indefinitely. This is especially so when sons are higher 
wage earners than daughters, by far the commoner 
situation.  
For example, in India, female children are 
considered less desirable as they require a dowry to be 
married off (while a marrying male brings in a dowry), 
and male children along with their wives and families 
are expected to care for the husband’s (and not the 
wife’s) parents.15 For this reason, in this country alone, it 
was calculated in 2006 that half a million female 
foetuses had been aborted annually, resulting in a deficit 
(up to that time) of approximately 10 million female 
foetuses over the previous two and a half decades.16 
Neglect also kills. For example, in India, a form of 
discriminatory behaviour may commence before birth. It 
has been shown that when it is known that the foetus is 
female, failure to attend antenatal clinics and take the 
tetanus vaccine accounts for 4-10.5% of the excess 
female neonatal mortality.17 Thus, even when female 
pregnancies are carried to term, neglect can still lead to 
death.  
Women in such countries may experience 
tremendous social pressure to produce sons, becoming 
repeatedly pregnant until they do so, since failure may 
incur violence, rejection or even death.18 
This attitude is also prevalent, albeit less strongly, 
in more developed countries and it has been stated, 
based on a United States National fertility study, that 
“the most lasting implication of the introduction of sex-
control technologies would appear to be a significant 
increase in the probability of the firstborn being a male, 
and the second child being a female”.19 
This mind-set prevails in all social classes, such that 
even in the United States, a large sample of university 
students revealed that 85% preferred a firstborn male 
and 73% desired a second child to be female.20 
Gender-selective abortion is the commonest form of 
femicide, and remains in widespread use in Asia and in 
countries with a high population of Asian immigrants.21 
There is also evidence of its use even among particular 
ethnic groups in more developed countries, such as the 
United States, where it has been shown that for third and 
higher order births, M/F was significantly elevated in 
Chinese, Asian Indians and Koreans.22 Similarly, in 
Canada, it has been shown that M/F in multiparous 
women who had been born in India was significantly 
higher than that of multiparous women born in Canada.23 
In countries with reduced fertility, the M/F skew is 
very high, as experienced in China with its one-family, 
one-child policy. This had been enforced in China in 
1979 following a government attempt to overcome the 
economic stagnation engendered by the so-called 
“Cultural Revolution.” At this time, China contained a 
quarter of all of humanity on seven percent of the 
planet’s arable land, with two thirds of its population 
aged under thirty years. The Communist government 
perceived this policy as essential to an improvement in 
living standards by economic reform. And in a society 
which prizes males, the parents will desire that the single 
child will be male at any cost. The policy was enforced 
by discretionary rewards and punishments which 
included large fines, confiscations of belongings, 
obligatory abortions and dismissal from work. In rural 
areas, a second child was generally permitted only if the 
first child was female, a clear acknowledgment of the 
traditional son preference.24 The widespread non-
reporting of unwanted or abandoned female babies was 
also common in China, often with the collusion of local 
authorities.25 
Asian governments, cognizant of the problems of 
M/F distortion, have sought to outlaw all forms of 
femicide, with limited effect,24 and it seems that change 
can only come about slowly with increased population 
education. 
For example, South Korea was in the forefront in 
the utilisation of sex-selective technology, greatly 
distorting the country’s M/F.26 However, by 2007, M/F 
in this country had dropped to conventionally accepted 
values, probably due to rapid economic growth and 
development, with a reduced son preference.27 
It is also theoretically possible for couples to 
deliberately influence M/F without resorting to abortion, 
such as by timing coitus within the menstrual cycle or 
even by choosing the time of conception within the 
calendar year.28 
In the interim, until M/F normalises, the social 
consequences are expected to be catastrophic. For 
example, it is estimated that in parts of China and India, 
there will be an excess of 12–15% young men, to their 
great detriment, since in these regions, marriage is 
highly desirable and a crucial factor on which social 
status and acceptance depends.29  
It was estimated that the global sex ratio for 2012 
was 0.5169.30 The global effects on the sex ratio 
assuming a current ratio of 0.5169 and a world 
population of 7 billion are shown in Table 1 using 
quadratic equations for exact calculation of 95% 
confidence intervals for ratios.31 This table factors in 
female deficits ranging from 100 to 200 million 
(assuming that all such females have survived). 
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Table 1: Effects of missing women on global M/F assuming a current global sex ratio of 0.516930
 
 
Assumed female deficit None (observed) 100000000 150000000 200000000 
Missing females %  - 1.43 2.14 2.86 
Calculated male population 3618357488 3618357488 3618357488 3618357488 
Calculated female population 3381642512 3481642512 3531642512 3581642512 
Total 7000000000 7100000000 7150000000 7200000000 
Upper confidence interval 0.51692 0.50964 0.50608 0.50256 
M/F 0.51691 0.50963 0.50606 0.50255 
Lower confidence interval 0.51690 0.50962 0.50605 0.50254 
Missing females displayed as a percentage of current total global population 
The large number of missing women has led to 
speculation that there will be increased levels of 
antisocial behaviour and violence in such regions.32 
For example, in China, unmarried men are known as 
guanggun (bare sticks), with implications of being 
outcast and somehow threatening to the public order. 
In popular lore, moreover, guanggun were associated 
with bullying and banditry.4 Such individuals are 
likely to be drawn toward military organizations, 
potentially threatening global security, especially 
since this demographic imbalance will occur in global 
political hotspots.29 
There is historical precedent for this as it has 
been noted that male population youth bulges 
appeared to precipitate Europe’s imperial expansion 
after 1500, Japan’s imperial expansion after 1914, the 
Cold War civil uprisings in Algeria, El Salvador, and 
Lebanon, and the recent rise of Islamist extremism in 
Muslin countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq and 
Pakistan. It has been argued that “third and fourth 
sons” frequently fail to find prestigious or meaningful 
positions in their societies and channel their energies 
into religious and/or political ideologies.33 
Developed countries are not immune to these 
effects. It has been shown that a male-biased 
secondary sex ratio (the sex ratio in mature and fertile 
adults) influences men such that they forego 
considerations about the future and attempt to access 
immediate rewards, along with a willingness to incur 
debt for immediate expenditures. Such men are 
willing to spend more money on courtship behaviour 
(such as engagement rings), even if this means leaving 
them indebted.34 
The situation has been compared with Ernest 
Hemingway’s collection of short stories, Men Without 
Women35 which features gangsters, bullfighters, 
wounded soldiers, and killers.36 This scenario has also 
been extensively explored in science fiction.37 
These negative outcomes may well occur despite 
the fact that one of the few positive consequences of 
selective abortion should be a reduction in the number 
of unwanted children. 
The situation could eventually be self-limiting 
since any gender imbalance will lead to a reduction in 
birth rates. In addition, as the number of girls 
decreases, their social status should increase due to 
their rarity, leading to a decline in son preference.38 
Furthermore if, due to scarcity, a significant 
proportion of men marry older women, there should 
be fewer single, lonely individuals in old age since 
women have a greater life expectancy than men.32 
Fortunately, the younger generations already 
show signs of self-remedying this state of affairs in 
that the traditional preference for boys may be 
changing.39 The Chinese National Family Planning 
and Reproductive Health Survey of 2001 showed that 
37% of women claimed to have no offspring gender 
preference, 45% stated that the ideal family consisted 
of one boy and one girl, and in the case of one 
offspring, women were slightly more in favour of 
having one girl than one boy.40 
There is thus yet hope that the man-made 
imbalance in M/F may be alleviated by improved 
levels of education and better standards of living. 
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